A mental health coalition on April 1 in urged the federal government to provide personal protection equipment (PPE) to all behavioral health care professionals on the frontlines of the COVID‐19 pandemic. The letter, signed by the National Council for Behavioral Health, the National Alliance on Mental Illness, Mental Health America and the American Psychiatric Association, states that the lack of PPE is putting behavioral health care workers at risk.

The level of anxiety among Americans continues to rise due to concerns over risks associated with COVID‐19, the groups stated. While some people struggle to cope with the isolation caused by lockdowns and restrictions on social distancing, others who already rely on behavioral health care treatment are searching for ways to overcome disruptions in services, according to the statement.

In a letter to Vice President Mike Pence, the groups thanked him for his effort to support the nation\'s health care professionals in meeting the urgent needs the COVID‐19 pandemic has placed upon this nation. "On behalf of the individuals and families directly affected by mental health conditions, the professionals treating patients, and the nation\'s community mental health and addiction treatment organizations, we are writing today to ask for dedicated resources to ensure access to personal protective equipment (PPE) for staff on the frontlines of the crisis," they wrote.

Behavioral health care providers have been overlooked and left out in the desperate scramble for resources, and the organizations are asking the vice president to include their needs in efforts to resource health care professionals because of their interaction --- at hospitals, clinics, shelters and elsewhere --- with people exposed to the virus, they wrote.

This need for resources is particularly acute in residential treatment facilities for SMI, SUD and crisis stabilization, according to the letter. These are 24‐hour facilities that are often locked, in which patients may stay from days to months. They are not hospitals and have very limited nurse or physician staffing. These facilities are the major community resource for getting individuals with SMI or SUD out of general hospital emergency departments and inpatient units and into safe and effective treatment when they cannot be discharged to the community, the group stated.
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The groups noted the lack of PPE puts healthcare workers in jeopardy. "Without proper protection, should they contact COVID‐19, we lose staff and then have to reduce the number of clients we can service. We have already had to put a limit on \[number of clients served\] due to lack of PPE and not wanting to put healthcare workers at risk. This results in more folks going to the EDs and hospitals," they wrote.

Behavioral health care workers continue to respond to the historic demand for treatment. Telehealth services help meet the needs of some clients, but practitioners still meet clients in clinics, shelters, hospitals and elsewhere, the groups stated. They provide those services without the proper resources necessary to protect themselves.

"The lack of PPE for behavioral health care workers puts them at risk of contracting COVID‐19. When behavioral health care workers contract COVID‐19, they need to stay away from patients. Which means fewer people to take care of the patients who need care. Behavioral health care workers --- like all our brave health care workers --- also deserve to have the resources necessary to protect them on the job. But too often their needs are ignored because the risks they face are misunderstood. Behavioral health care workers will always do their jobs --- no matter the risks. But we must do a better job as a nation to ensure that they have the resources they need," the groups stated.

"To keep people with SMI and SUD out of hospitals and EDs where beds are needed to care for those experiencing complications from COVID‐19, we must adequately equip residential treatment facilities to care for this high‐risk population. We respectfully urge you to ensure that residential treatment facilities receive the same priority for vital PPE supplies as hospitals and nursing homes," they wrote.
